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Some Questions to Answer

QUALITY OR QUANTITY?

Nancy Seminoff
Instructor - Intern
Wayne State University
How extensive is the use of print
material in the secondary school curriculum? How extensively is questioning employed as a teaching strategy in the comprehension of print material? The answers
to both questions, which may seem apparent to anyone who has observed subject
matter classroom instruction, are also
reflected in recent studies.
A preliminary report (5) of a series of
studies completed by the National Science
Foundation (1977) to determine the status of science, math, and social studies
education in the aftermath of two decades
of efforts to improve instruction at the
local, state, and national levels indicates
that '•Teachers of science, mathematics,
and social studies seldom use the inquiry
approach. They rely on textbooks as the
basis for the curriculum. Students spend
their time processing the contents of the
textbooks in some way: filling out worksheets, writing answers to questions at the
end of the chapter, or taking part in
teacher-led recitations".
A survey (7) of selected seventh
through twelfth grade social studies teachers in Michigan was conducted recently
to determine the frequency with which
print, both textbook material and other
print material, is assigned by social studies
teachers and the frequency with which
various teaching techniques relating to
print a.re employed. A questionnaire was
completed by 124 social studies teachers
of seventh through twelfth grade courses
from 21 districts throughout Michigan.
The districts represent a range of communities, 52% located in the tri-county
metropolitan Detroit area and 48% located throughout Michigan.
The teachers who completed the questionnaire represent a wide range of teaching experiences, with 97 teachers having a
range of 6 to 20 hears experience. Over
60% of the 124 teachers hold at least a
Masters degree and 80% indicated they
have some aspect "bf social studies as a
major concentration in their college
training. How~ver, only 3 2% of the 124
teachers reported they have completed

at least one graduate or undergraduate
course in reading instruction.
General conclusions drawn from the
survey indicate that:
1. Teachers assign print material, especially textbook material, frequently (at least 2-3 times per week
in most courses). They also test
students' understanding of the
assigned material, further suggesting
its importance.
2. Teachers often assign written questions, both their own and/or textprovided questions, which often
call for written responses.
3. Teachers pose questions to students
orally once the assigned reading is
read. The purpose of this activity,
whether it is to assist with comprehension or to test students' understanding, is unclear.
4. Teachers provide opportunity for
discussion or written questions, thus
adding to their importance of such
questions as an instructional technique. The survey results indicate
that the discussions are teacher-led
which suggests that to the degree
that clarification does occur, it is
the teacher who clarifies and elaborates upon the assigned material.
5. Teachers report that reading and
understanding print material is important to the students' success in
their classes. The teachers indicate
that the students' performance in
reading and understanding the
assigned print is improved when
written questions are provided.
The use of questions, both written and
oral, is frequently associated with providing guidance in comprehension (1,8).
Among the significant findings in a study
of teachers' questioning behavior in nine
ninth grade English classes (3) are: 1) the
mean questioning rate per minute of
substantive (subject matter related) talk
was 5.17 q/m, or a teacher question every
11.8 seconds; and 2) in the ninth grade,
low ability class the questioning rate was
59

10. 72 q/m, or a teacher question every
5 .6 seconds. Other research ( 4) suggests
that as much as one-third of all classroom
discourse consists of questions.
Given the importance questions have
as a teaching strategy, it is reasonable even urgent - to examine the questions
posed by teachers in an effort to improve
the quality of instruction. It is the characteristics of questions and the levels of
response called for by the questions that
necessitate particular consideration.
In posing questions, teachers may
assume the student cannot understand
the print independently and, therefore,
need assistance with comprehending the
assigned material. Questions, provided
either during the reading or at the conclusion of the reading, can guide the
students to accumulate meaning and draw
tentative conclusions, to be reconsidered
in light of new evidence accumulated
through further reading and/or rereading.
In posing questions designed to assist
students in understanding the assigned
material, the teacher can cause students
to focus on selected aspects of the material. These selected aspects, when considered together and in a specific pattern, provide opportunities to clarify understanding and gain further insight.
Questions which necessitate a consideration of various levels of understanding liter:;il, interpretive, applied - have been
identified as providing assistance for students in accumulating meaning from
print (2).
Literal questions call for the student
to report information which can: be
quoted directly from or located in the
print material. For example, "What qualities did Truman have as President?" might
be posed for a chapter in which these
qualities were specifically presented. "List
four personal qualities Truman displayed
as President." could be another way of
stating the question.
Interpretive questions require the student to infer or generalize from information provided in the text or from other
inferences, rather than to report explicitly
stated information. For example, "How
did Truman's personal characteristics influence his performance as President?"
Application questions require the student to synthesize information from the
selection/chapter and from outside sources, such as other chapters in the text,

personal experience or op1mon, and/or
other selections. An example of an application question would be "Compare Truman's view of the United Nations with
Wilson's view of the League of Nations as
it was presented in Chapter 11 ".
Specific characteristics of questions
have been identified as contributing to
the student's active participation, and
ultimate competence, in acquiring meaning from print. Clarity, objectivity, structure, and sequence are four characteristics
of effective questions identified by Sanders (6).
Questions which possess clarity are
expressed in precise language, especially
in specifying the task to be completed by
the student. For example, "Describe the
following: John F. Kennedy, Lyndon
Johnson" is far less clear than, "List
three major pieces of Civil Rights legislation passed by Congress during Lyndon
Johnson's Presidency". Not only is the
task word "List" more specific than
"describe" but precise parameters which
are provided in the second example are
not available in the first. It might also be
noted that the first example could result
in a possible range of responses such as
comment on physical description, term in
office, performance, etc. In another insstance, consider the possible responses to
the qllestion, "Do you see any advantage
in having all workers with the same skill
in one union? Do you see any disadvantages?" According to the phrasing of the
question, a yes/no response is perfectly
in order, although the expectation of the
teacher may not be limited to that
response. Greater clarity would be provided if the question read, "List specific
advantages and disadvantages of having
all workers with the same skill in one
union" .
Questions which are objective encourage the student to generate his/her own
response rather than to support the bias
of the writer of the question. For example, "Why should government controls
over TV programming be made more
strict?" lacks objectivity because the student is forced to support the bias of the
question writer - that TV programming
should be made more strict - rather than
to give his/her own opinion. An alternative ph_rasing, "What, according to the
text, are the reasons why TV programming
should be made more strict?" would be
60

considered rather objective, however, because the student is asked to merely
report the bias of the selection. If the
wording of the questions allows the student some latitude in his/her response,
the objectivity can be increased. A more
objective phrasing of the above question
would be "What reasons, if any, can be
given to support the idea that government
controls over TV programming should be
more strict?" Another example of an
objectively stated question is, "Write a
statement which reflects your thinking on
the issue of government control over
TV programming".
Structured questions provide the student with guidance or help "build into"
the question that assists him/her in completing the task. This guidance may assist
the student in establishing essential information in drawing inferences or in synthesizing understanding. Such guidance
might consist of locational aids and/or
words, phrases, sentences to be manipulated or reacted to. The various forms of
guidance can be provided at any level of
questioning. "What are the advantages and
disadvantages of big business to the consumer?" is less structured than if the
question were stated,
"Identify the advantages and disadvantages of big business to the consumer
by placing each word/phrase in the
appropriate column:
decreased quality monopoly fixed
prices
mass production variety of
choice
competitive prices increased availability
Advantages

Disadvantages"

Additional guidance could be provided by
page numbers indicating where the advantages were presented in the selection.
"What are the advantages and disadvantages of big business to the consumer? Use
an A to indicate advantages and a D to
indicate disadvantages. The page numbers
may help you."
[ ] monopoly (77) [ ] decreased quality
(76) [ ] variety of choice (78) [ ] competitive prices (79) [ ] mass production
(78) [ ] fixed prices (76) [ ] increased
availability-(80)
'
Questions such as "Can you identify these
people? anarchists, Southern Europeans?",
"Should the British government have used
troops to enforce the Act?" , or "What is
democracy?" provide the student with

little real direction as to what to consider
and/or what is expected. By comparison,
questions such as "Explain the attitude of
labor in regard to a) fringe benefits, b)
guaranteed annual wage, c) escaltor clause,
d) elimination of "right-to-work" laws."
or "Decide which of the following you
.would expect to find in Montana. Circle
your choice(s). Pages 15-20 may help you.
sheep
cattle
sugar beets grazing
corn
farming"
Provide the student with directing phrases
or specific information to be considered
in responding to the question, as well as
locational assistance in the latter example .
Sequence is defined as the relationship
of questions and/or of parts within a
question to each other in such a manner
that increasingly complex insights understandings beyond the literal level are
developed. Through the intended accumulation of information and/or ideas,
"larger" insights/understandings - · i.e. a
synthesis - can be developed by posing
focusing questions which estabfish a purpose for reading, subsets of questions
which are themselves sequenced and contained within or at the conclusion of the
print presentation, and concluding questions which relate back to the focusing
questions. Sequence may be provided to
some extent by posing focusing questions
and concluding questions, or to a lesser
extent through the provision of subset
sequence. The important consideration is
the relationship of the questions to each
other in such a manner that there is a
demand for synthesis beyond the literal
level of information. Consider one example of meaningful sequence for a set of
questions to assist the student in understanding Frost's "The Road Not Taken".
1. Which road does the speaker choose?
2. Describe the kind of person the
speaker seems to represent by his
choice.
3. Why does he sigh when he remembers the road he didn'ftake?
4. Why does he think he'll never be
back?
5. Is the decision described here an
easy one to make? Explain.
6. List similar decisions you may have
tq make at some future time.
Specific information in the poem and
interpretation regarding the speaker and
his decision are considered prior to con61 '

tions suggests that the textbook
authors do not find it necessary to
provide assistance of this type for
those who may need it.
4. While specific parameters are provided in many of the questions,
clarity is diminished by the lack of
precise task words. In addition, a
large number of questions seem to
al19w for a yes/no response which
it seems would be an insufficient
response for the teacher's purpose.
5. A tremendous number of questions
accompany the text material - as
many as 16 questions for four pages
of print in one text, or four questions per page. In the thirty texts
examined , the average is approximately 1.5 to 3 questions per page
or print. One cannot help but wonder at the indepth presentation of
material and concepts possible in
the space provided, in addition to
the amount of information the student is expected to consider in
responding to the questions.
Conclusion:
Most educators would agree that the
ultimate goal of reading is to gain meaning
from print. Questions can assist to accomplish this goal. Questions intended to
teach can be designed and employed to
assist students in developing comprehension and ultimately lead to independence
in learning. It is imperative that, as
teachers, we consider the quality and
quantity of questions we pose to students.

clusion about the decision in general,
especially as it related to the reader's
experience. The same questions in another
order illustrate the absence of sequence.
1. Is the decision described here an
easy one to make? Explain.
2. Describe the kind of person the
speaker seems to represent by his
choice.
3. Which road does the speaker choose?
4. List similar decisions you may have
to make at some future time.
5. Why does he think he'll never be
back?
6. Why does he sigh when he remembers the road he didn't take?
In the second set an accumulation of insight and conclusions is not accomplished.
A study is presently being conducted
by this writer to determine the extent to
which questiops in randomly identified
seventh and eighth grade social studies
texts possesses the characteristics stated
above and call for responses at various
levels of understanding. Preliminary findings suggest:
1. An overwhelming number of questions appear to call for responses
which are literal. A lesser number
call for applied level responses. It is
interesting in light of this finding
to note that many social studies
curriculum guides indicate goals fit
an interpretive level. This finding
would appear to necessitate the
writing of questions at an interpretive level to allow for the accumulation of meaning, rather than assuming that students can move from
factual information to the application of that information to "larger"
understandings outside of the selection.
2. Although objectivity is apparent in
the large number of questions which
call for the reporting of literal information, it seems to be a greater
problem in questions which are at
the interpretive and/or application
level.
3. Very few questions provide structure to assist students in understanding the material. Although it is evident that students vary in their
need for assistance in developing
independence in understanding
print; the lack of structured ques-
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